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On Jan. 27, three Panamanian congressional commissions issued a joint nonbinding resolution that
bans ships from carrying radioactive cargo through the Panama Canal. Although the resolution
does not have the force of law, a bill has been submitted to Congress to permanently prohibit such
traffic via the canal. Members of three congressional commissions Foreign Relations, Environment,
and Canal Issues recently called for an end to the use of the Panama Canal for the shipment of
radioactive materials. Their action was provoked by the news that the Japanese ship, "Akatsuki
Maru," carrying 28 barrels of reprocessed plutonium from France and Great Britain to Japan, would
arrive in February. A second ship, the Pacific Sandpiper, is also scheduled to arrive in May, carrying
a shipment of radioactive materials from France to Japan.
Since the beginning of the 1990s, the governments of Japan, France, and Great Britain have shipped
approximately ten shiploads per year of nuclear waste or plutonium through the Panama Canal.
According to the international environmental group Greenpeace, Japan sends nuclear combustible
waste from its atomic energy plants to France and Great Britain for reprocessing into fuel for
nuclear reactors. The February shipment is expected to include 28 blocks of waste mixed with
glass, hardened and stored in casks. "The waste is so deadly that a person within one meter of a
single unshielded block would receive a fatal dose of radiation in less than one minute," said one
Greenpeace spokesperson.
Greenpeace claims that if an accident occurred while any of these ships were passing through the
canal, more than a million people would die and Central America and the Caribbean would face
irreversible ecological damage. In the event of such a catastrophe, say Greenpeace officials, the
radioactive fallout would be 45 times greater than occurred following the accident nine years ago in
the Chernobyl plant in the former Soviet Union. The environmental group has announced plans for
international demonstrations against the next shipment of nuclear waste in February.
In addition, the 13-nation Caribbean Community (CARICOM) is also calling for a ban on nuclear
waste shipments and wants the area declared a UN nuclear-free zone. In 1992, CARICOM adopted
a resolution against shipments of hazardous materials through the region. Back in Panama, after
the three congressional commissions approved their resolution, congressman Olmedo Guillen
submitted a bill to congress that calls for the permanent prohibition of ships containing radioactive
materials from using the canal.
Meanwhile, the binational commission that administers the canal reported that to date it has not
received any request for the Akatsuki Maru to transit the canal. But even if such a request had been
received, the canal commission, with members from both the US and Panama, has no power to
impede such traffic. Under present laws, a ship carrying dangerous cargo through the canal is only
required to report the nature of its shipment to authorities, and it must transit the canal during the
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 2

LADB Article Id: 56269
ISSN: 1060-4189

day when no other ships are present. (Sources: Associated Press, 01/14/85; Agence France-Presse,
01/26/95; Inter Press Service, 01/27/95; Notimex, 02/07/95)
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